Effects of interferon-alpha on serum hepatitis C virus in patients with chronic hepatitis C.
Interferon is beneficial in some patients with chronic hepatitis C. To assess the efficacy of interferon, we used the polymerase chain reaction (PCR) to measure HCV RNA in serial serum samples from 13 chronic hepatitis C patients who were treated with interferon-alpha. Serum alanine aminotransferase (ALT) values normalized in association with the disappearance of serum HCV RNA in nine cases during the therapy. Serum HCV remained negative after the therapy in the three patients who had no relapse, while serum HCV RNA reappeared in the six patients with elevation of ALT values. The persistence of normal ALT levels appears to be correlated with the clearance of the serum HCV. There were two patients whose ALT became normal immediately after the cessation of interferon. Serum HCV was detectable at the end of treatment when serum ALT was elevated, and thereafter serum HCV disappeared. This result suggests an immunomodulatory effect of interferon in the clearance of HCV in some cases. Furthermore, the semiquantitative PCR assay showed that all five patients in whom ALT values were normal at the end of follow-up without detectable serum HCV genome had lower HCV titers in the pretreatment sera than the other eight patients. The detection of HCV RNA by the PCR assay is useful in determining the efficacy of interferon and its mechanisms.